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SBU’s Lerner uses the theater for autism therapy

Hamassing the Technology
of our Research Giants

SPOTLIGHTING DISCOVERIES AT
{1) COLD SPRING HARBOR LAB
(2) STONY BROOK UNIVERSITY &
(3) BROOKHAVEN NATIONAL LAB

BY DANIEL DUNAIEF

An actor draws in members
of an audience, encouraging
them to understand, appreciate
and perhaps even become sym-
pathetic to a world created on
a stage. The process of creating
scenes for the actor, however,
can also change his or her world
off the stage.

A team of scientists from
Vanderbilt University, University
of Alabama at Tuscaloosa and
Stony Brook University recently
received $3 million in funding
from the National Institutes of
Mental Health for four vears to
study how participation in a the-
ater production can help people
with autism spectrum disorders.

“Theater is a venue for

learning and gaining skills,”
said Matthew Lerner, an assis-
tant professor of psychology,
psychiatry and pediatrics at the
Department of Psychology at
SBU who is leading the Long
Island part of a study that will
involve about 240 participants
from age 10 through 16. “The
process of putting on a play
with others and being able to
successfully produce and per-
form that has key benefits to
learn and practice.”

‘The overwhelming
sentiment from those
who come to see the
performance is that it
changes their percep-
tion of what it means
to have autism.

— Blythe Corbett

Called SENSE Theatre (for
Social Emotional NeuroScience
Endocrinology), the shows were
created by the project leader,
Blythe Corbett, an associate pro-
fessor of psychiatry and behav-
ioral sciences and psychology
and investigator at Vanderbilt
Kennedy Center, who herself
performed in stage plays before
pursuing her scientific career.

Corbett writes the plays,
which have themes she believes
are important not only for au-
tism but also for the general
public. The topics include accep-
tance, belonging and diversity
and offer a current of core ideas

that are “part of having a condi-
tion that is unique,” she said. The
plays, which typically have about
20 characters, include music and
last about 45 minutes.

Corbett explained that the
experience uses theater as a
platform for teaching fundamen-
tal areas that could help people
with autism spectrum disorders,
including reciprocal social com-
munication, flexible thinking
and behavior and imagination.

“It also gives [the partici-
pants] an opportunity to be ex-
posed to social situations and
to engage with others in a safe
and supportive environment,”
she said. “They can be John to-
day and Henry tomorrow, which
allows them to expand their
repertoire in a playful, fun way”
which, she hopes, might help
them assimilate lessons when
the program ends.

Corbett has been developing
SENSE Theatre for nine years.
This specific multisite project
will allow her to see how trans-
portable this program is to other
locations, where other investiga-
tors who have not been involved
with this before can employ it
with other participants.

The investigators, which in-
clude Corbett, Lerner and Su-
san White at the University of
Alabama, will monitor the par-
ticipants through psychological
testing, social interaction and
research EEG, or electroenceph-
alography. This is a noninvasive
way of monitoring electrical ac-
tivity in the brain that involves
placing electrodes on or below
the scalp. The EEG testing takes
about 45 minutes.

Participation is free, although
members, who go through a
screening process, need to con-
tribute to the research program
by completing the evaluations.

The theater program has a
control study, calling Tackling
Teenage Training, in which par-

ticipants will “address some of
the challenges of being a teen,”
which include dating and puber
ty, knowing how to know if some-
body likes or doesn't like you and
how to express desires or interests
appropriately, Lerner said.
Corbett chose to work with

Lerner because of considerable

overlap in their interests in us-

ing performance to provide clini-
cal helo for people with autism
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Savannah Bradley participates in the SENSE Theatre program.

spectrum disorders. Lerner “has
a very strong interest in theater
and is able to understand the
core approach” to the training
and shows as a form of interven-
tion. He is an “engaging, charis-
matic individual who is extreme-
ly hard-working” and is a “really
good choice in terms of harness-
ing his energy and intelligence.”

Indeed, Lerner and Karen
Levine, a licensed psychologist
and the co-author of “Treat-
ment Planning for Children with
Autism Spectrum  Disorders,”
developed a model in 2004 for
youths with disabilities to work
on social skills called Spotlight,
which utilized techniques of the-
ater games and dramatic train-
ing. Spotlight is a program of
Northeast Arc, a human services
organization founded in 1954
and based in Massachusetts.

The Spotlight efforts started
with nine students and has ex-
panded to include hundreds of
families each year.

In early high school, Lerner
met someone who would change
his life. He was having dinner
with the family of a friend of his
younger sister’s when he noticed
a boy, Ben, playing on his own in
another room. Lerner asked if he
could play with Ben, who was 2
at the time and was running a
car back and forth across the top
of a toy playhouse.

Lerner mirrored what Ben
did. “He looked at me curiously
and kept doing what he was do-
ing,” Lerner recalled. “I followed
him around for over two hours.”

Up to that point in his life,
Lerner thought the experience
with Ben was “the most fasci-
nating two hours of my life.” He
had made a connection in which

he “loved the joy and challenge
of trying to meet him where he
was, rather than behave in a way
that was consistent with what

the world expected.”

Lerner studied philosophy
and music at Wesleyan Universi-
ty. After earning his doctorate at
the University of Virginia, where
his dissertation explored why
youths with autism experience
social problems, Lerner worked
at the University of Chicago and
then moved to SBU in 2013.

A native of Swampscott,
Massachusetts, Lerner lives
in Port Jefferson with his
wife Chelsea Finn, a pediat-
ric nurse practitioner in the
Stony Brook Hospital Emer-
gency Room and a nurse prac-
titioner at SV Pediatrics in
Patchogue. The couple has a
4-year-old son Everett and a
6-month-old son Sawyer.

Lerner is looking for people
who would like to participate
in the study. They can reach out
to him by phone at 631-632-
7857 or by email at lernerlab@
stonybrook.edu. The first set of
students will begin working in
the SENSE Theatre program this
spring and summer.

Corbett said the participants
aren’t the only ones who benefit
from the program.

“The overwhelming senti-
ment from those who come to
see the performance is that it
changes their perception of what
it means to have autism,” Corbett
said. After the show, some of the
audience members “ask who are
the children with autism.”

Parents of the actors are pleas-
antly surprised by the things their
children are able to do, which ex-
ceed their expectations. “In one
of our previous studies, parents
reported that their stress went
down” during the program, she
said, “which appeared to be in re-
sponse to the child participating
in intervention.”
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Weekly horoscopes
AQUARIUS - Jan 21/Feb 18

Aquarius, you can be the voice of reason
if family life has gotten a bit chaotic. Yo
may be called on to sort things out and
put a plan in place

PISCES — Feb 19/Mar 20

Pisces, whether you are attached or not
feelings of love are blooming inside of

you. Romance may pervade your daily

interactions.
ARIES — Mar 21/Apr 20
It can be difficult to focus with so man

things running through your mind, Ar-
ies. Give it your best shot, especially at
work where it counts the most.

TAURUS — Apr 21/May 21
Focus on fun experiences that will po]
up this week, Taurus. They will l?righ
your mood and make you more inclir
to interact with the people you love.

GEMINI - May 22/Jun 21
Gemini, someone you haven’t seen
a while makes an appearance in y¢
life. You don’t know if you should
excited or just a tad cautious aboy
what to expect.

CANCER —Jun 22/Jul 22
Someone at work or home cannot g
accurate read on how you are feeliny
Cancer. This may lead to some comm
nication issues. Be as open as possibl

avoid confusion.

LEO - Jul 23/Aug 23

Leo, you are called on to be a leader tl
week, so make sure you do your home
work on pertinent issues. This way you
can make decisions with confidence.

VIRGO - Aug 24/Sept 22

Virgo, even when you think you know
best, you may want to let others voice
their opinions. You never know the vah
of another’s perspective until you hear

LIBRA - Sept 23/0ct 23
Surround yourself with your closest
friends and family members, Libra.
These are support pillars you can lean
on in tough times and the people to
laugh alongside when things are good.

SCORPIO - Oct 24/Nov 22

The next few days provide opportunitie:
to relax and have fun, Scorpio. With no
pressing matters on the calendar, you
can relinquish some responsibilities.

SAGITTARIUS - Nov 23/Dec 21

Sagittarius, getting your point across
may seem like your primary goal, but
you can let things simmer for a lictle bit.
Others have things that they want to
share as well.

CAPRICORN - Dec22/Jan 20

Capricorn, romantic notions
are popping into your head
lately, and they may only be -
spurred on by the Valentine’s
Day magic. A relationship gets
to the next level.

Send your news to



